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Intractable or chronic pain: there is a difference

To the editor,
Chronic pain is usually defined as any persis-
tent or intermittent pain that lasts more than
3 months.1 When this definition is used,
more than 40% of the general population
reports having chronic pain, primarily due to
arthritis or other musculoskeletal disorder.2

Based on our clinical observations, within the
chronic pain population, a subgroup has an
intractable pain syndrome or disease. All have
incurable, extremely painful conditions, as
evidenced by failure of various interventions
to control their pain, including surgery, nerve
blocks, physical rehabilitation, and weak opi-
oids. Patients describe their pain as constant,
debilitating, and potent enough to interfere
with sleep and sexual function. Many report
suicidal thoughts for the sole purpose of stop-
ping the pain, incessant crying spells, fatigue,
depression, social isolation, restriction of mo-
bility, and numerous bed- or couch-bound
days.

Objective assessment of these patients in-
variably reveals intermittently elevated blood
pressure and pulse rate and abnormal con-
centrations of serum cortisol and other adre-
nal hormones, indicating the presence of a
severe and extended stress state.3 Others
have also recently postulated that severe
chronic pain may produce an extended, de-
structive stress state characterized by neuro-
endocrine dysregulation, fatigue, dysphoria,

myalgia, and impaired mental and physical
performance.4

We suggest that this constellation of ab-
normalities be called “intractable pain dis-
ease.” About a dozen states, including Cali-
fornia, Oregon, and Washington, have
passed “intractable pain” laws, primarily to
allow physicians to legally prescribe opioids to
needy pain patients. Although the legal and
legislative definition of “intractable” in the
various state laws may be vague, the legislative
intent of all these laws is clearly to identify the
subgroup of patients with chronic pain who
require opioids. It, therefore, appears prudent
and practical to adopt the term intractable for
those patients with severe, chronic pain who
demonstrate the extended, severe stress re-
sponse described above. Although some other
name could be adopted for this tragic group
of afflicted patients, an intractable pain syn-
drome clearly needs to be recognized, treated,
and researched independently as a separate
disease that differs from simple chronic pain
whose symptoms may merely be minor,
mild, intermittent, or persistent for longer
than 3 months.
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